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ABSTRACT
With the pervasiveness of television, especially for

children, visual literacy is a growving concern. Television shotld be
regarded as part of a potential solution to the country?!s need for
improved education. "Sesame Street®™ has proved that children dq leatn
from television, that active interaction is not alvays necessary for
~learning, and that children have developed different expectations f
about.learning. children's acquisition of the basic cagnitive
operations may be changing due to television, particularly when
animation~is used. "The Electric Company?'s® method of teaching
Teading, for instance, uses animated cartoons to ghov the connection
between the written and spoken word,,a concept not so easily
explained in the classroos. Abstractions may also be communicate
without the use of language. Given the influence of television,
certain issues need first consideration: a reevaluation of cognit ve
%rou*h in young children; an analygis of the nature of yisual
iteracy acquired from television; and an exanxpat on of exactly hoJ
television communicates, influeqces, and causes chnnge, and what its
long-term effects are likely %o be. {1.5)
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It is. generally agreed that our current interest in visual literacy,
and the apparent fruitfulness of tultivating ;t in children, is a direct
butgrowth of the €é1evisibn‘pbenomenon. Televigsion has quietly, and relatively
rapidly, become pervasive in\sur land and one of the mést signiﬁica%t

forces in the lives of our chi.l-c‘tre‘n. The statistics are aweson;ez by the

time a child in the United States enters firsc grade, he is likely to have

spent more time watching television than he will spend in the classroqﬁ

!

_during his entire four years at college (Looney, 1971). About 96% of-

-~

households in the United States have telewision sets, .and émong households

+ -

with preschool cpild:en, the percentage ig even higher\

‘. Until quite recently, and thi; éetituée still persists widely, educators.
have viewed television as part of thelproblém i1 educating children,
‘particularly disadvantaged children; they hive Yertainly.not thought of o
television as pg&t of a potential solution to the country*s needfor imprcved'
education. . -

Sesame Street did a 15& to éhange thati Before'éesame Street appeared

on the scene, most mothers of young‘childre; had favorite anecdéteé as
eviden;e that their chlldren were Picking up & lot of 1nformat10n from

\-.f

televisiona' Yet it was Sesame Streat, and the Careful evaluation of its:

u*

effects by ETS, which prov;ded lmpre551ve solld evidence that young chlldren

can and do learn a great deal from this medium, absolutely without coercion.
We have, in fact, just learned that in the most recent re—éorming<of the
Stanfoxd~Binet, the standard intel}igence test for children in thé United
States, the average four and five-year-old in 1972 knew more than did his

1960 countaerxpart. Thesd 1972 four and five-year-olds are the first “Sesame

"~
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Street”" generation. 'W; are now looking into this phenomenon more
thoroughly, but it seems certain that television, and berhapa Sesame
Stree£ has played an important role in giving preschoolgrs access to”

information ot readiiy available in 1960.

The -impact of Sesame Street has made it much harder to ignore the
influence of television on childr;n. There are,.of course, still many
peopke perfectly willing to acknow&edgﬁ the miracle of Sesame Street
who fail to realize that all tele;ision is teaching things to éhildren
at almost the same rate that Sesame Street is-doing it, albeit with
less design. Every-'day our children are }earning from the t.elevision

pPrograms they are viewing what is good to eat, what to drink when

thirsty, how to cure a headache, ;lqhat the inside of an airplane looks

like,.ﬂbw'péople relate to -each other, what the surface_of,éhe moon L

L

looks like, and a myriad of other things, some important, some trivial,

.Some usefuf,‘some clearly haémful. Yet ‘the impiicatiohs of what We - -*,

now know about the ability of television to teach young children

]
-

are still wider than this.

For one thing, it has been part of educational dogma for some years now ‘

to insist that little children can learn very little unless thdy interact

directly with their learning materials - ~ buiiding, manipulating, writing,
- -

moving. Indeed the most severe criticisms-of S;EEEETEEI* when it was,

first proposed were from developmental psy&holoéisés and‘expérts'ih eafiy
childhood eaqégpi;n, who claimed that‘tglevision, as‘a ‘non-interactive"
learning T?de; would not be very successful in teaching young children,
that ;hatever it did succeed in teaching would be learned PY rote, and
therefore would be "bad" for children and not contribute Significently

to cognitive growth.
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Thougn we are far from understanding the process entirely, we now know
that young children, though they may occasionally sit alarmingly still, clearly
are hot scaking.up television as tho.gh they were little human sponges. 2hey
are interacting with the TV set, sometimes ovexrtly (by talking back to it, dancing
to the music, tracing letters in the air with their fingers), and sometimes covertly
{rehearsing tnings in their heads, anticipating what actors or objects will do next,
solving problems posed on the screen,r extracting commonalities from @ series ©of
visual displays. The fact that this is happening clearly forces us to rethink
our conceptions of the way young children learn and of the ways we can best.te/ch
them. Developmental psychclcgists and early childhood educators strongly influenced

by Piaget's formulations, have been reluctant to engage in such major reformulation,

-

but’ this is slowly changing (c.f. Fowleq\and Voyat, 1974), It is Probably also
true that teachers are now beginning to enter cur elementary schccls whc, .at 20

to 25 years of age, are themseIVes memhers of the “teleV1sion generation" ind may
B

better undexstand the scope og its influence on their pupils than the generation

. A . . jng_;t . v, . . "'._-. . . . = .': ..

v

of teachers who went before. X
a .
v a'second_sat cf implicaticns, in‘realityla facet ot the firet,_has to dc with
- actual changes that televiscn may be_bringing about in children. There are several
areas of possible change, some of which are already under study.
For example, Gavriel Salomon (1974),.nsing a population of Israeli children
(who have relatively restricted access to TV) found that regular exposure to

- Segsame Street %gwered gerSistence‘to repetitive, school-like tasks. The implicaticns
of findings like this for tolexance of classroom routine among children who are
virtually’television addicts need not be belabored.

Sesame Street, and new programs inspired by it, have led children to expect

learning to be. enjoyable. These children clearly bring different expectations

to school than did their older brothers and sisterg., Certainly they are not

f
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- and things is less consistent and more complex. Animation may be a

Visual Literacy . . 4

antl-learnlng, they are all for it. But they do not expect it to be
rlgld, dry, humiliating, or fraught with® failure, the negative experiences

so often encountered in schocl, particularly by the poor, the black, the

bilingual, or the very active. .
Television ﬁéy be eltering the course of acquisition of the most basic

cognitive operations in children. The rate at which and the order in whicﬁ

children acquire bhasic cognitions about the workings of the. physical and

social world--notions like object constancy, conservation of size, physical

causality and social norms--may have chanéed. Because television provides

children with a simplified, repetitive, exaggerated world, some rather

’ -~
abstract constructs may emerge sooner than they used to for the Ehild who
had to abstract them frem the non-TV environméfit, where béhavior of peopla.

particularlyléighificaﬁt fackof in this consiétehcy- Animeted cdrtoens
have powerful appeal’for children. They also tend to reduce all dbjects
end processes to eheir bare bones. Furthexmore animation is the clearest
illustration of the property of‘visual media.described by Arnheim (1974)
as "...translat(ing) nonvisual facts into visual ories, and thereby giving

!

thom sensory concreteness." 7This concreteness makes concepts_not hefore

>

accessiﬁle to young eelevision viewers well witﬁin their_grasé.

CIW's program “Tﬁe Electric Company", ehich uses television to. teach
reading, provides a good exXample 65 how this gaﬁ occur. One of the moet
important conceptual constructs in learning to read 8uoeessfu11y is the

.

.’r . . .
principle that print represents speech.and, in English at least, "maps"

!
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speech directly in a ticular fashion~~from left ta.right, phoneme by
phonemé his nciple is very difficult to describe to a young chilg,

or evep to illustraté with static teaching materials. However, an animated
cartoon\in which the speech of each characte; appears'in a comlc book style
speech b;lloon, precisely in synchrony with the words SPOken on the saund
érack, makez this Principle clear. The c¢hild may not be able to articulate
the principle,'héweverf which brings us to the final possible implication
of being a "television chilg®. - '

Television may be Prying loose processes of cognition and ahstract
learning from their close alliance with language. Language has heretofore
been seen as the major tool of higher intellectual acfivity in man. As
the above diséussion suggests, deQver,lchildreﬁ.can'be trahsported by -
television, particularly by styiizeé animation, directly into tgp fealm
of ﬁgstréb;io;, without so much as a ‘word' being spoken. Tt is clearly.
possible that by focusing our evaluation @and our teachlng procedures on
verbal skills, our schools Wway not be taking young children as far . _ )
into the realm of absfract reasoning and problem solving as they are in

' fact able tc go. -/

Most of this discussion has been Speculative; yet the questions we

raise are all researchable. Although these are by no mean$ the only

. televaht questions in the area of visual literacy, Ehey are the most urgent

ones to emerge from our-experience in studying the interactioh between the

vy child and television. It is necessary to emphasize as well that, however

, important the impact of television, it is ‘bnly a part of the child's

N
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environment, and perhaps a very small part when considered in the context

of the present school experience.

Fl

Within these limits, then, the following issues seem to be of first priority:
We need a general re-evaluation {(Piaget redux) of the course of -
cognitive growth in young children. We need to start afresh in determining

i
what cognitive operations are acquired at what age, what is the course of

vocabulary growth, of stages of problem sSolving ability, of moral and
P .

1
L]

social development.
We need-to describe in detail the natire of tﬁe "viseal literacy®
» that children are 90 évidently acquiring fromitelgvisibn. As Salomon .
\
(1974, op. cit.) hescribes it:
- “The:dévelopmeﬁf‘of:a neh'ééchnoibgy 1eads}'aft;i a teitain‘;' -
' period of time to the development of a pnew symbol system
' which partly at least, is uniquely suited to that technology."
This ::.s c;ertainly t;:ue l;:if television. Howaver,.-thé ;iével'o;l;meht of that
-symbol system has proceeded heltér skelter. Rare is the television . :
proéucer $ both sélf—?dnscious and articulate about the "language"
he uges i creatihg a tele;isi;n program, There haé been'virtualiy none*
of the car tecl‘mic:al analysis of television that has heen devoted to
prose, poetry, aintir.lg, and in the last quarter century, to film. What
is sorely needed is Suéh an analysis of the structure of television
s communication befora we can even begin to lpok at the question which is
the real one here: how and when do children aCQUire‘masteré of the structure
of television commmnication, and how does that internalizeq stxucture
generalize to their processing of non:teleVision dspects of the environment?
The latter quéstion’is particularly vitai to the practical matter of .

education. If children are taking what théy learn from television and

- )
) L

f oo ' ¢ l

—.\




-

Visual Literacy . -7

applying it more .generally, we neeq to adapt all cur educational tools:

to this new mode of intellectual processing. If, on _the other hand,

children are becoming highly literate in the “language", but limit their
application to television itself, we need to think about uging television

! ‘.
.ag a primary teaching vehicle in the schools in order to better redach the

7

chiidren we are now f:;?ing to educate. . .

\ \ Finglly, we heed to knﬁw-exgctl& ﬂow television communicates for
another reason. Since it is by how clear éhat television is a powerful
environmenta% force, we mist also recognize thaf by éefinit ion it is a

- powerful instrument for':hange- The Surgeoﬁ—anergl's rébort of 1572

was eloquent testimony to ocux fear that this 1nstrument of-change is

1]

'"presently ont of ‘coritrol, and perhaps do;ng damage that we do not even
know how t© measure. In order to control telev1510n and make it sexve

/
constructlve ends 1n both the’' educational and the social realms, We need
L]
" to understand the va;iable of television communication. At CTW, we have

begun to do this in a narrow domain; that is, we.have'begun to specify,- -;"'

1

using research techniques we have Painstakingly developed, the relationship
between certain features of an instuctional segment of Sesame Street or

The Electric Company and the child's response. But when it comes to

1

' cumulatlve, long term effects, we,; like everyone else, are astonlfhlngly
- )

‘ignorant, a’'status none of us can afford for mach longer. \\ ?

L)
L)
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